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			To the repentant addicts.

			 

			 

		


		
			 

			 

			 

			Beloved, believe not every spirit, but try the spirits whether they are of God: because many false prophets are gone out into the world.

			– 1 John 4:1

		


		
			 

			 

			 

			Summary

			 

			 

			 

			The essay puts together a series of five articles published on my Substack account in response to the question of how the anthropological theories of René Girard and his Christian apologetics square up against the “Psychedelic Renaissance,” the contemporary reemergence of scientific, medical, philosophical, and cultural interest in psychedelic drugs such as magic mushrooms (psilocybin), ayahuasca (DMT), acid (LSD), and others. The first article critiques the “Stoned Aped Theory” of the biological origin of the human species (hominization) in light of the competing theory of René Girard on the same topic. The second article proposes where and how psychedelic drugs fit, historically, in Girard’s anthropological scheme: as psychological aids in ritual. The third article investigates the transcendental vision behind contemporary advocacy of psychedelic drugs, presenting it as a quintessentially modern revision of the historical role of altering the states of consciousness. The fourth article elaborates on the nature of transcendental or sacred or divine visions as they arise out of archaic and pagan ritual, drawing parallels between it and the psychedelic transcendental. Finally, the fifth article investigates the several motivations and consequences observable within the Psychedelic Renaissance movement and judges them from the viewpoint of Girard’s Christian anthropology and Christian theology in general. 

		


		
			 

			 

			Part 1

			 

			​Stoned Ape Theory vs René Girard

			 

			 

			 

			Joe Rogan bros and other types of recreational drug enthusiasts have been talking about a theory of hominization that arose in 1990s with the publication of Terence McKenna’s book Food of the Gods. McKenna was a magic mushroom aficionado who theorized that their consumption triggered the process of hominization – the accelerated evolution from pre-hominid species to homo sapiens. His work and what it later inspired have been dubbed The Stoned Ape Theory.

			There are some details and variations to the theory. McKenna writes how hominids first began consuming psychedelic mushrooms that grew in the dung of bovine species they were hunting; how at small doses, their active ingredient, psilocybin, increases visual acuity and energy levels, which aids in hunting; how it increases sexual energy and sociability that might have improved mating success. But at its core, the theory points to the mind-altering effects (“neuroplasticity”) of psychedelic drugs to propose that they were the secret ingredient to the sudden appearance of humans with their unique intelligence.

			The Stoned Ape Theory is wholly different from Girard’s hypothesis. The latter points to the problem of managing rivalry as the evolutionarily unprecedented problem and the one that triggered the unique process of biological hominization. Intelligence did not evolve rapidly due to psychedelic drugs but due to the need to distinguish between permissible and impermissible objects of desire, and of aggression resulting from desire, concurrent with the birth and rapid evolution of the sacred as the psychic force that enforced that distinction.

			As Girard would have it, a pre-hominid species got to a certain threshold of intelligence at which acquisitive imitation of rivals became too troublesome, thanks to the animal’s heightened powers of perception. Heightened intelligence might have led to powerful imagination that could obsess over objects of desire. It would also have enabled the species to use lethal weapons. All this meant that the universal way of resolving rivalry in the animal kingdom – the system of dominance hierarchies established through periodic non-lethal duels – was no longer a viable system for peace for a new hyper-intelligent species who could hold counter-adaptive, permanent grudges and who could easily kill each other, en masse, over them.

			The system that replaced dominance hierarchies was the system of the sacred. Beastly acquisitive instincts had to be suppressed to avoid internecine conflict, and intelligence enabled an individual to channel desires outside the group. To diffuse conflict and violence, early hominids would also channel collective violence onto a victim outside of the group: a defenseless person, or an animal (hunt). This gave birth to the victimary mechanism and later to the sacrificial ritual.

			Girard suggests that such primitive replacement of one object for another is the precursor to properly symbolic thought. It led to hunting as displacement of aggression onto nutritionally rich big-game animals, which was soon done ritually and created the sacrificial ritual as the beginning of religion. The renouncing of females in one’s immediate group led to the beginnings of marriage and prohibitions on incest, cornerstones of a properly human society. Hunting promoted intelligence through weapons development, environment exploration, coordination within a hunting party, etc.

			The complexity of navigating the whole new system ruled by the sacred demanded intelligence. Sacral systems created greater peace within a group and greater power in its collective struggle with the outside environment. Therefore, one can imagine how intelligence, as a tool for navigating the symbolic and abstract reign of the sacred, would bestow tremendous evolutionary advantage and lead to highly selective breeding and a quantum evolutionary leap.

			The Stoned Ape Theory has been criticized by establishment anthropologists, and it can be criticized from a Girardian perspective, too. I am not aware of Girard himself commenting on this topic, so the critique that follows is my own.

			One weakness of the Stoned Ape Theory is the absence of violence. There is an underlying idea that the key challenge of early humans was, of all things, creativity. Both these aspects smack of modern mythology. The chief hallmark of the modern delusion is precisely that humans are not inherently violent, and, as a corollary, there is the belief that the solution to all our problems is not morality but creativity. These ideas would be utterly alien to all humans living before around 18th century. All premodern cultures looked upon innovation – breaking the norm – with terror. Flagrant instances of it they punished with death, swift or excruciating.

			Girard’s theory, as opposed to McKenna’s, explains why prohibition and inhibition of animal instinct became the cornerstone of civilization, which it remains to this day. The Stoned Ape Theory succumbs to a debilitating modern bias that views inhibition as a problem to overcome with “liberation.” Yet, even at the neurological level, it is known that the brain’s controls act primarily through a system of inhibitions rather than stimulation. Intelligence, like social order, arise by restraining primordial chaos. Psychoactive drugs tend to act by inhibiting the inhibition — they initiate chaos.

			The Stoned Ape Theory focuses on what all evidence suggests was a minor part of prehistoric and traditional cultures – psychedelic drugs – and puts them at their center. Yet, none of these cultures themselves place so much significance on magic mushrooms or any other psychedelic ingredient. Why would they be silent on that?

			Girard’s theory does not have the same weakness. The common denominator of all pre-modern human societies was the violent or bloody sacrificial ritual, including its many cultural derivates (like hunting and war). The universal human heritage screams at us that violence and the need to manage it were at the center of all culture. Religion, prohibitions, rules, etc., are manifestly attempts to get a grip on violence.

			Yet, while ancient and prehistoric religions point to the answer, they do not reveal it. They shroud it in a veil of myth, whose purpose is to establish and legitimize order built on the blood of arbitrary victims. After millennia of civilization, we still cannot avoid spilling innocent blood. Some of us are civilized enough, however, to face that fact. Premodern humans were much less civilized and much more violent than us; therefore, they were much more horrified by blood. To get around this impasse they had to create myths that turned horrific violence into an ordering and life-giving – i.e. sacred – economy dictated by the gods.

			Modern anthropologists, because they are modern, cannot take violent gods seriously, and thus they fail to grasp the significance of the violent sacred in the birth of humanity. The omission appears extraordinary once one finally sees it. Terence McKenna falls into the same fluffy bog; his Stoned Ape is just another take on the Non-Violent Ape that features in every conventional anthropology – the soft, nerdy takes of sheltered first-world intellectuals.

			It can be amusing to watch first-world fools leave their over-cultured liberal universities to go into the jungle to back up their whitewashed anthropology by romanticizing chimpanzees and gorillas. It is not amusing to read about them getting gang-raped and left dead in a ditch in some archaic third-world hellhole. Just like in archaic times, the sanctimonious insistence on our immaculate conception and innocence ends up producing human victims.

			Once you see that in-group violence is central to the origins of human culture, you can see what’s wrong with other arguments of McKenna. He views his pre-hominids as some half-discouraged, half-anxious slobs seeking inspiration. The males may have erectile difficulties and would be well-served with the aphrodisiac properties of psilocybin. The likely reality was that, as among other primates and mammals, excessive sexual excitation and the wrong time of the year would lead to maladaptive conflict. With hyper-intelligent hominids, it might lead to slaughter. Rather, controlling one’s sexual instinct – which with increased imagination becomes permanent rather than seasonal – through what later became cultural mores would be much more likely to contribute to hominization.

			A similar error lies under the claim that increased visual acuity can aid hunting and thus improve survival. Let’s put aside the strong possibility that getting stoned on shrooms would grossly diminish your hunting competence. Oh, they micro-dosed, you say? I don’t think these half-apes would be so refined. Let’s also put aside the fact that, for evolution, you need genetic improvements so that advantages can be passed on to the offspring, and increased visual acuity is not that. Finally, let’s put aside that physical prowess, whether visual, auditory, agile, etc., was clearly not what differentiated humans. There are plenty of hunting species out there that put our clumsy asses to shame when it comes to physique.

			The problem is that hunting was not likely to be the homonizing evolutionary pressure.

			Our closest genetic relatives, like chimpanzees and gorillas, do not hunt for survival. Chimpanzees seldom hunt, but when they do, they are sated and seem to do it as a “team-building exercise” – to consolidate group cohesion. Hunting in chimpanzees is a sacrificial precursor, in other words. Human ancestors did not need to hunt to eat, either. The boogeyman that made them do so was not the lack of nutrients but the threat of violence from their fiendishly intelligent rivals. They hunted game so as to not hunt each other. The intellectual challenge was not so much how to kill an aurochs as it was how to not kill or get killed by a rival and how to make peace with him. If you can figure that out, killing a much dumber animal will not be a big problem.



